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PARADIGMS OF SOCIETY 
a critique of th~s of caste amqng Indian Muslims 
T H B P R o B L I! M of the definition of caste is as old as !he study of [ndia. 
Debate on the matter has been long, complex, and sometimes acrimonious; 
but v.;th all the sound and fury, no consensus has been reached •. Basi-
cally, the ,·arious positions boil do,,'ll into mutually cxclusil'e arguments. 
The first is structural-functional and views caste as a category or type, 
comp:1n1ble in many respects to similar type-systems elsewhere. Accord-
ing to Berreman, a proponent of this approach, 'a caste system resembles 
a plural society whose discrete sections are all ranked vertically' ( 1967 : 
55). Caste can therefore, in Derreman's view, be usefully compared to 
other rank societies, such as the American ranking of blacks and whites. 
Theorists taking this position tend to focus on economic exploitation and 
to see the ideology of caste as a mask hiding the underlying reality of 
oppression. A related argument is not so concerned wi!h structural simila-
rities, but looks instead at the mixture of traits found wi!hin a particular 
society. This diffusionist approach primarily uses comparison to link 
trait complexes with one another. 
The second school understands ca>te as a total symbolic world, unique 
and not comparable with other systems. !\'lost of these theorists would 
agree with Bougie, who wrote that 'the spirit of caste unite-s these three 
tendencies : repulsion, hierarchy and hereditary specialization' (I971 : 9). 
Dumont, the best known of this group, stresses the attributes of hierarchy 
and repulsion. lie pays special attention to the rigidity of caste positions 
at each end of the hierarchical scale and to a supposed radical opposition 
in Hindu though between categories of power and categories of status 
(Dumont I97o). Leach, on the other hand, gi"es first place to hereditary 
specialization, and the diagnostic of the system, for him, is that 'every 
caste, not merely the upper elite, has its special "privileges" ' (196o : 7). 
A somewhat different approach is taken by ;\larriott and Ioden. Instead 
of focusing on patterns of opposition and inclusion in the fashion of Dumont 
and Leach, they postulate an indigenous monism, grounded in the assump-
tion that 'all living beings &re differentiated into genera, or classes, each 
of which is thought to possess a defining substance' (1974 : <)83). These 
substance!!, according to this argument, are formed by various trans-
action~, particularly tran~actions invohmg food. Although the authors 
allow that 'rudimentary c:ute systems have appeared elsewhere' than 
• M. GABORtBAU, Minorit~a muaulmanea dans lc royaume hindou du Nq,al 
(Nanttrre, SO<:i~t6 d'ethnographie, 1977). In I . AH.'fAD (ed.), Cast< ond StraJiMa-
tion amOtii111UJilms in lndia (New Delhi, 1\lanohar, 1978): I. AHMAD, lntroductJon; 
R. BrrATTACIIARVA, The coneept and ideololl)' of c:aste among the l\luslims of rural 
Wtot Bengal; 1\t. MIN,., Socinl atntificntion among Muslim Tamils in Tamilnadu, 
South I ndin. Ch. LtNOIIO~M, Gtncrosity and Jealliusy : tht Su:at Pu.khtun of Northrrn 
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rndia (1974 : 991), it is evident that the symbolic universe of differentiated 
tran:;aetional substances is most fully elaborated in the subcontinent. 
Thus, they share with Dumont, Leach and others of the symbolic school 
an emphasis on the coherence and singularity of the Hindu caste system. 
The debate on caste, which I have greatly over-simplified here, is 
representative of a central debate in anthropology This is the debate 
between those who consider the work of anthropologists to be the repre-
sentation of cultures as 'systems of meaning' understandable only on their 
own terms from, as it were, the inside out; and those who visualize the 
discipline as one which can reveal structural regularities, establish general 
laws and display the role of borrowing across cultures. Most practi-
tioners, of course, fall somewhere in between, asserting uniqueness as a 
general principle, yet seeking to make comparisons wherever possible. But 
this avoidance technique, while sometimes productive, does not offer new 
premises. What is needed is an analysis of the limitations of these conflic-
ting paradigms, coupled with an effort to generate useful new ways to 
look at social organization. An attempt in that direction is essayed in 
the pages following. 
Theories stand or fall by their ability to handle exceptional cases. 
Perhaps, then, an appropriate test for the paradigms outlined above is the 
posing of just such an exception : that of the caste structure of Muslims 
in India. A recent collection of essays, put together by lmtiaz Ahmad, 
has given us important new information on these people, WJth a number 
of Muslim communities across the subcontinent described in some detail. 
The essays themselves are a varied lot, ~orne concerning themselves with 
politieal manipulation, others with economic differentiation, others with 
h.istorieal change. But a basic concern of all the essays, and of the editor, 
is the delineation of the effect of caste ideology upon the Muslim com-
munity. Caste, in this instance, is viewed in a fashion that much resembles 
BougWs definition. The groups involved are endogamous, hierarchical, 
and occupationally specialized, with an ideology that restricts relations 
between the ranked units. 
Although the definition of caste accepted by Ahmad would seem 
to prohibit comparison, the content of the cases invites a consideration 
of cross-cultural data; specifically data on the internal differentiation of 
Muslim peoples outside of South Asia. At first glance, such comparison 
seems to only strengthen the argument for theuniqueness of caste, since 
Islam is an ideology of radical equality, totally opposed to any assertion 
of intrinsic hierarchies among believers. Thus, it appears that discrimi-
natory barriers between Muslims in India must be a result of the influence 
of cute. This is, in essence, the contention made by Dumont, who 
writes that Indian Muslims 'are contaminated by the caste spirit, although 
they have not absolutely succumbed to it' (1970 : 207). 
Ahmad and his contribution do not take quite so simple a position. 
For instance, it is noted that, despite doctrinaire pronouncements of equality, 
Islamic history shows much evidence of ranking. Even during the era 
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of Muhammad himself, the Quraish tribe claimed first place among all 
Arabs, while contemporary Arabs divide themselves between the pure 
Asilin and the inferior people of mixed blood. In the era of expansion 
during the Umayyad dynasty non-Arab subjects were held to be markedly 
inferior to their conquerors; an inferiority that did not cease with conver-
sion to Islam. In fact, marriage between the two categories was 'regnrded 
as an appalling misalliance' (Lewis 1966 : 70 ). The resentment felt by 
the conquered peoples at this injustice is often cited as one of the root 
causes of the Abbasid revolt and the tise of Shi' ism. 
But despite an awareness of a gap between ideology and reality in 
Islamic claims of egalitarianism, Ahmad argues that 'Muslim social strati-
fication does not approximate even ren1otely to the Indian model' and he 
concludes that 'caste among the Muslims in India owes itself directly to 
Hindu influences, but it has been reinforced by the justification offered for 
the idea of birth and descent as criteria of status in Islamic law' (1978: 15). 
Therefore, 'It is clear that caste exists as a basis of social relations among 
(Indian Muslims], but its form has been greatly weakened and modified and 
it differs from the Hindu caste model in certain details' (1978: 12). Ahmad, 
though not without equivocation, remains within the model of caste as a 
unique and all-encompassing social phenomenon. Muslim.s in India are 
seen simply as a people who have not yet quite assimilated themselves 
to the demands of the structure. The differences between Hindus and 
l\1uslims are noted, but are considered to be relatively insignificant. 
For heuristic reasons it is useful to take another, closer look at the trail 
from which Ahmad turned aside; a trail that leads to a comparison between 
caste and Middle Eastern social organization. At the simplest level, it 
might certainly be argued that the invidious distinction made by many 
Indian Muslims between the Ashraf, who claim foreign descent, and the 
Ajlaf, who are converts from Hinduism, is extrinsic to the Indian world, 
resembling instead the status barriers erected between early Arab con-
querors and their subjects. 
A more formal structural argument has been made by Barth, who claims 
that the Swat Pathans, Sunni l\luslim people living at the very fringes of 
the subcontinent in the mountains of northem Pakistan, have a type of 
caste system. This attribution of caste is not presented by Barth in the 
diffusionist mode as a '\>'lltercd down version of Hindu caste adopted in 
attenuated form at the culturnJ periphery. Rather, he orients his analysis 
toward the Middle East, claiming that the l\Tiddle Eastern world, like the 
world of India, is characterized by endogamous, occupationally specialized 
groups, ideologically separated and ranked in a rough hierarchy. Tlte 
concept of pollution, so typical of India, is absent, but its place is taken 
structurally by the equivalent notion of shame at acting in a way inappro-
priate to one's social role. Barth also makes an Malogy between Pathan 
holy men, who are venerated even though ideally they must shun political 
power, and the apolitical Brahman postulated by Dumont. 
Furthermore, at the low end of the social scale, the despised P:othan 
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Jeatherworker, barber, dancer and sweeper are as much locked in their 
contemptible roles as is the Untouchable in India. The sweeper is even 
forbidden commensality. In Barth's formulation, each position in the 
Pathan hierarchy, like each position in the Hindu caste system, is a sum-
mation of statuses, ratified by restrictions on commensality and other 
forms of social intercourse. Caste is therefore considered to be just one 
variant on a more general formal pattern (Barth 196o). 
Barth's structural argument can be elaborated more fully by a cursory 
reading of Middle Eastern ethnography. For instance, the Marri Baluch 
are called a caste society by their ethnographer (Pehrson 1966). As among 
the Pathans, the Baluch clearly mark off the lower orders of serfs, gypsies, 
smiths and musicians, while rhe group leader is regarded with religious 
awe as a being apart and holy. In Persia, the agricultural peoples of 
Kirman are divided into named endogamous groups within the framework 
of what looks very much like the Hindu varna system of priest/warrior-
clerk/farmer. Once again, there is a set of polluted castes (English 1966). 
A similar situation is found in South Yemen, where Brahmin-like holy 
men outrank andmong hi mediate aerarehie endogamous groups, bounded 
at the lowest level by a set of despised 'Untouchables' with whom commen-
sality is not permitted. The ethnographer (Bujra 1971) has no qualms 
about calling this a caste society. Other societies with similar patterns, 
selected more or less at random, include the Kabyle (Berque 1955), the 
Rif Berbers (Coon 1953), the Tuareg (Briggs 196o) and rhe Daghara Arabs 
of Iraq (Femea 1970). Gaborieau, who uses legal codes in his discussion 
of Islamic social organization, is thus in error when he asserts that Muslims 
have no collective impurity or refusal of commensality ( 1978a). Though 
ostensibly prohibited by law, discrimination against 'inferior' groups is a 
practical fact in very many Muslim societies. 
The resemblances between the two systems go even deeper. Coon 
(1953), in an influential work, has proposed a 'mosaic' model for Middle 
Eastern society. This model (which has nothing to do with Moses) 
sounds suspiciously like the standard definition of caste accepted by those 
of the symbolic schooL According to Coon, each ethnic group in the 
Middle East has its own insignia and imputed characteristics. A premium 
is placed on difference and specialization (one group has even evolved 
into professional archeological excavators), and it is easy to tell by looking 
at a man's clothing and headdress his status, race and occupation, since 
all are united. The old cities of the Middle East also present a picture 
that has a familiar ring to the Indianist : small wards of interrelated occupa-
tional specialists, hierarchically ranked and endogamous. The words 
Coon uses to describe this world might give the student of caste a sense 
of dlja vu : 'The mosaic system is best suited for a civilization in which 
trades require a maximum of skill, taught from father to son, and a mini-
mum of organizational complexity'; it is also a system that 'treats rhe 
various segments of the landscape as part of a co-ordinated whole, rather 
than as separate economic realms' (1953 : 153, 171). 
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Coon himself does not venture to compare his mosaic model with caste, 
noting that it is possible both to change occupations and to marry outside 
one's own group in the :'\.1iddle East. But many South Asianists have 
shown that the rigidity of caste has been greatly o,·erstated (cf. Harper 
1959}, and that the system was probably even more flexible prior to its 
codification by British census takers. Furthermore, in both worlds exo-
gamy, when it does occur, tends to be a phenomenon limited to the elite, 
or to urbanite-s; it is also generally hypergamous and validates rank. For 
mstance, among the Patluns the holy lineages take wives from the elite 
warrior clans without reciprocity, thereby validating their ideological 
superiority, while Indian Brahmins often follow the same pattern. 
In none of the 1\liddle Eastern societies is the notion of pollution as 
highly developed as it is in India. Nonetheless, some similarities can be 
noted. The lowest social groups, for example, cannot give food to those 
higher, though food can be given to them; a situation analogous to that 
of the Indian Untouchable. As in India, eating together and sharing 
food expresses social solidarity and equality. In both cultures giving food 
or gifts to religious mendicants is an act of piety for which blessings are 
returned. Like the Hindu Brahman, the Muslim Saint converts worldly 
gifts into divine grace. Finally, returning to Barth's notion of shame as the 
Muslim equivalent of Hindu pollution beliefs, it is shameful for a Muslim 
to receive without giving in return, while giving without reciprocity is 
considered the height of honor (Lindholm 1982 ). Moral rank, as well 
as political rank, is thereby manifested in similar sorts of exchanges both 
in India and in the Middle East, though the idiom utilized is different. 
It seems, then, that following Barth's lead and looking for structural 
equivalents to caste in the Middle East throws the assumptions of the 
uniqueness of caste into question. Leach's definition of caste as 'a system 
of labour division from which the element of competition among the work-
ers has largely been excluded' (tg6o : s) could apply to the l\liddle East 
equally well (or equally badly). The inclusi,·e hierarchy with rigid lines 
drawn at the top and at the bottom, as described by Dumont, is charac-
teristic of the 1\liddle East, as is the revered figure of the charismatic world 
renouncer who stands above the ranks and unites them by his holincs~. 
A in India, transactions of food and other 'substance codes' reveal rank 
and differentiation, and there is even a way of morally ranking the various 
umts. It is quite possible, therefore, to argue that the similarities be-
tween South Asian :\tuslims and Hindus are not a result of assimilation, 
but rather of structural correspondence. The aspects of South Asian 
::\Iu~lim life thought of as deriving from Hindu influence may instead be 
seen as reflection~ of elements characteristic of the :\fiddle East I 
One need not, howcvet, take such an extreme position to argue again~t 
the S)mbuli~t portrait of caste. A more diffusionist approach is offered 
by Gaborie.1u in a series of articles and books dealing mainly with the 
place of l\1uslim bangle-makers in the caste society of Nepal (1977). His 
argument is that this group represents 'a hybrid type' (1978b : 170) com-
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bining Hindu lU)d Muslim elements. He shows that the bangle-makers' 
social structure differs from that of Hindus in having more fragmented 
lineages of shallower depth (1978a, 1978b). Muslims also have much less 
concern with pollution and stlU)d in an ambiguous position in the Nepalese 
caste structure (1972). Even more impoft!U)t, he makes a general claim 
that Hindus link political and ritual authority, while Muslims 'avoid 
anything which may appear as sacralization of the social order [ ... ] head-
manship is conceived by them as a pllU)e quite distinct from congrega-
tional worship' (1979 : 191). According to Gaborieau, this attitude, 
derived from differences in concepts of religion, effectively prevents the 
full integration of Muslims into Hindu polity, since there is a fundamental 
refusal among Muslims to accept the Hindu deification of authority. 
Notions of religious hierarchy and of the place of religious specialists also 
are at odds with the Hindu model; in particular there is no figure analogous 
to the Brahmin, since the 'Muslim can always purify himself' (1979 : 
190). Thus the Hindu model is 'truncated, since the most important 
personage, the Brahmin, has disappeared' (1979 : 194). 
Despite the many divergences, Gaborieau still considers the bangle-
makers as part of a caste system. He uses Bougles formula, and sees the 
bangle-makers as an endogamous specialist group located within an over-
arching hierarchy who follow, though in an attenuated form, many Hindu 
practices. According to Gaborieau the bangle-makers even 'acceptent au 
moins les principes concernant Ia pollution, base du systeme des castes' 
(1966 ; 89). Therefore they must be categorized as a caste group, though 
of a mixed variety, tainted by Muslim influence. 
Gaborieau's tolerance of difference (a tolerance also characteristic of 
Ahmad), and Barth's structural definition of caste both deny the e~sence 
of the symbolist position; i.e., the postulate of the ideological coherence 
of the system; a coherence that rest.~ in a particular worldview that is 
accepted a prwri and without question by every member of the society. 
This coherent world view, with its imp licit sacralization of dominance, is 
not found in the cases cited by Barth or Gaborieau. Pathan leaders, as 
Dumont accurately notes, have no recourse to religious hierarchy to justify 
their rule as the Kshatriya warriors must in India. Therefore, Dumont 
argues that Barth's Pathan case is not caste at all, but rather a a patron-
client organization with some caste-like additions. 'The Hindu system 
is here beheaded, subordinated to a different system' ( 1970 : 329). He 
would undoubtably make the same argument in the case of the 'truncated' 
structure of the Nepalese bangle-makers. Since the concepts of hierarchy 
~d of religious merit are not coterminus (not to mention other divergences 
m concepts of pollution, social organization, and so forth), Dumont says 
such systems cannot properly be considered as caste. 
Marriott and fnden also argue for the fundamental coherence of the 
Hindu system, though their interpretation of the world view of caste differs 
radically from that of Dumont. Given the basic premises of monism and 
'biological substantialism', the identity of the actor with his action, and 
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the divisibility of the person posited in their model, it is evident that 
Muslim society with its strong individualism cannot be considered in any 
way equivalent to caste society. Like Dumont, they stress the coherence 
of the whole, understandable only from within its O\\n indigenous ethno-
sociology. 
If it is accepted that an internalized, inclusive, coherent worldview is 
at the heart of the definition of caste as a unique entity, then we must 
reconsider the portrait drawn of Muslims in India by Ahmad and his 
co-workers. Although the genet'lll conclusion is that caste is a funda-
mentally Indian institution which has profoundly inftuenced local Muslims, 
Ahmad simultaneously notes that 'all the contributors to this volume are 
agreed that the Hindu ideological justification of the caste system docs 
not exist in the case of Muslims' (1978 : u). But if caste is essentially 
'in the mind' either as a hierarcrucal concept of the universe or as a monist 
vision of transactions, then Indian !\Iuslims cannot accurately be said to 
partake of the system, since they disavow these mental models for caste 
stt'atifications and affirm instead the basic equality of all believers. Bhat-
tacharya, in Ahmad's volume, is aware of this conflict between ideals of 
equality and actualities of ranking; a conftict wruch, he say§, poses a 'mental 
dilemma' for his Bengali informants. Their solution is to rationalize 
hierarchy by claiming that the low-ranked Muslim groups arc dirty and 
sexually immoral ( 1978 : 294-6). But such explanations of inferiority are 
not typically Indian. The Hindu may believe that lower-ranked groups 
are dirty and immoral, yet trus belief is not cited as the rtaso11 for the 
inferiority of the low; it is instead a consequmu of essential difi'erences 
that are pre-existent. Explanations of inferiority which jmtify low rank 
on the basis of immoral or unclean behavior do of course occur in India, 
specifically in cases of outcasting, but are far more typical among egalitarian 
peoples, such as Middle Easterners (not to mention Americans). Obviously, 
the contradiction between ideal and act is not solved by simply claiming 
that Muslims behave 'as if' they believed in caste, since it is the very 
congruence between belief and action that is in question. 
A more sophisticated treatment of l\luslim 'mental dilemma' within 
the caste system has been offered by 1\Iarriott and Indcn, who try to recon-
cile differences as patterned transformations within the basic caste model 
of transaction. Variation is explicable 'as replication or deletion, as per-
mutation and combination, as negati,·e and reciprocal transformations of 
coded substance .. .' (Marriott and Inden 1977: 236). Witrun this inclusive 
model 'the structures that appear to ''deviate" are in fact homologous 
and connected, capable of additive treatment since they are generated 
from the ~arne monistic premises by the same transactional logics' ('lar-
riott 1976 : IJJ). The problem, howe,·er, \\ith such a h1listic sy~tem 
is that all deviance is assumed a priori to derive from the postulated set 
of principles by a aeries of transformative acts. The ta~k of the analpt 
is to show how this occurs, a task Marriott in particular undertakes with 
great ingenuity and often with great success. But the model is stretched 
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beyond recogrutton when deviation is too great, as it is among Indian 
:\luslims. Marriott himself reports that 'only in Muslim parts of South 
Asia do greater departures appear sometimes to occur from this general 
transactional structure ( ... ] Only pious-giving matters and ( ... ] the natures 
of the receivers are not altered by what they receive' (:\1arriott 1976: 131). 
In the light of the ethnographic data, it is evident that the assertion of 
'monistic premises' among Indian Muslims does not hold, and that the 
model postulated of transactional structuring also does not extend quite 
as f:u as its authors have aspired. 
If the symbolic approach is not satisfactory in handling Muslim society, 
what other possibilities remain? Structural-functional arguments, such 
as Berreman's, would attempt a general theory of aocial organization, not 
necessarily incompatible with diffusionism, and would claim that Indian 
Muslims have their own form of status summation (to use Barth's termi-
nology), which resembles, but is not exactly equivalent to, the caste sys-
tem; both forms being seen as subtypes of social stratification. 
Another alternative would be to avoid such grand theory and simply 
to make the diffusionist argument that the caste-like quality of Muslim 
groups in India is actually a retention of a typically Middle Eastern heritage 
of ranking and social differentiation, and that resemblance with Indian 
caste is wholly accidental. Or, less radi<.ally, that what exists is a com-
bination of Middle Eastern and South Asian features. This is essentially 
the path taken by Gaborieau. 
Unfortunately, neither of these options is especially satisfactory in 
terms of social theory. Diffusionism, though giving proper credit to 
complexity, tends to degenerate into a 'shreds and patches' vision of cul-
ture, with various abstract traits laid randomly side by side. The struc-
tural approach, on the other hand, runs the risk of isolating details for 
comparative purposes, thus falsifying cultural integrity and distorting 
context; it also tends toward sterile exercises in categorization and typo-
logizing. Traits are abstracted, and every society becomes an analytical 
subtype in what Leach has satirized as a butterfly collection of social struc-
tures. 
But if the general structural approach errs in the direction of comparing 
what is not comparable and of distorting social reality for the sake of 
typologies, and if diffusionism ends in mere lists of traits, then the symbolic 
school errs in quite another direction. By stressing the unity and unique-
ness of each culture this school tends to subsume all divergence and deviance 
into a supposed integrated whole. Conflict is over interpretation of inter-
nalized values that characterize the society at large, and comparison becomes 
all but impossible, since each system has its own originality which is 
irreducible. Where structural/diffusionist theory breaks societies down 
into components and displays an endless array of types, symbolic theory 
erects barriers and proclaims the inviolability of each specimen. 
The theoretical difficulties of both approaches have been painted in 
exaggerated chiaroscuro for a purpose. I have focused especially on the 
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symbolic viewpoint since it is, at present, dominant, and since the problems 
of structural-functionalism and diffusionism are better known. It is, 
I think, quite evident that none of these theories can deal adequately 
with the particular question considered here; that of the position of Indian 
Muslims within the caste society. 
There is, however, another way to analyze the situation of a deviant 
subculture. This approach is prefigured, to an extent, in one of the articles 
in Ahmad's collection; an article which stands in quite radical contrast 
to the rest. Mines' study is of Muslim Tamils, and unlike the other 
contributors to the volume he does not attempt to show how these Muslims 
have adapted to the value system of the dominant Hindus. Instead, he 
focuses on the divergences between Muslims and Hindus. Muslims in 
Tamilnadu, Mines says, are egalitarian, hard-working, independent and 
upwardly mobile; all attributes which contrast with their Hindu neighbors 
(1978 : 16o). Several factors are certainly at work here-<Jne is probably 
the absence of the AshrafJAjlaf distinction in Tamilnadu. But the essential 
point which I wish to bring out concerns the identity and social position 
of the Muslim converts. Ahmad notes in his introduction that most 
converts to Islam in India were from the lower and middle castes, but 
Mines is more specific. He suggests that Islam, with its message of 
equality and individualism, had what Weber would call an elective affinity 
for the trading classes and specialists who wished to free themselves from 
restrictive jajmani ties of caste obligation. An analagous case has been 
made by Pocock for Islamic converts in Gujerat (196z), and the connection 
between Islam and mercantilism is evident not only in the Middle East, 
but in Southeast Asia as well. Implicit in Mines' article is an assumption 
that different value systems \viii be utilized by opposing interest groups. 
Even more essential, from my perspective, is an emphasis on the conflict 
of ideologies. 
Something similar is also suggested in Gaborieau's work. Although his 
major concern is how Muslims arc viewed within the larger social order, 
and not with ideology and opposition, his complex view of trait com-
binations permits him to note that opinions about the place of Muslims 
shift according to the criteria emphasized : if religion is the focus, they 
will be seen as low and separate; if rank and purity are emphasized, they 
will be seen as low and integrated (1972). Integration into the caste 
structure will also be effected by a number of other factors : the size of 
the Muslim group, their political power, their internal differentiation, 
their exposure to Muslim propaganda, etc. 'Le modele d'un groupe de 
l\Iusulmans considere eomme caste dans une societe de castes doit done 
etre limite au."~: cas de minorites dont Ia position economique est basse' 
(1966: 91). It is the interplay of the economy, social position, and ideology 
that is of crucial importance here; it is the study of this interplay that 
will give new insights into the relation between meaning and order. 
This implies that an appropriate way to look at cultures, particularly 
at complex cultures with internal minorities, is not to focus on questions 
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of the influence the encompassing system has had on the encompassed; 
nor on showing how traits diffuse into hybrids, nor on maldng the rela-
tionships between the minority and the majority fit within a typology. 
These approaches can be u•eful, e:;pecially in defining the parameters of 
the systems under consideration, but their weaknesses become evident 
when confronted with deviant cases. The fundamental difficulty is that 
these theoretical stances reify social orders into things, i.e., objects with 
properties that are either divisible or united, according to one's approach. 
The analyst's job, given this fundamental premise, i~ to search for relation~ 
within or between social systems, as his predilection demands. Either 
the system makes 'sense' in and of itself, or it makes 'sense' as it fits into 
categories of similar systems. 
Tnstead, f would argue for an approach that focuses on relationships 
first, especially relationships of antagonism and contradiction, and which 
sees 'order' growing from these oppositional relations. This mode of 
analysis assumes that cultures and values are defined only in relation to 
what is negated, and therefore that the analysis of opposition, exclusion, 
and the struggle for identity is essential to social tht'<lry, particularly theory 
of change. With this perspectiYe in mind, the importance of the study 
of subcultures is crucial, both for the definition of the larger culture and 
the smaller. Therefore, the interesting question raised by Ahmad's collec-
tion is not how and why Tndian Muslims have been assimilated, but rather 
how and why they have resisted assimilation. 
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